A study of postmortem autolysis in the human organ of Corti.
Forty-six human temporal bones from 24 individuals were removed at autopsy and prepared for electron microscopy. The adequacy of histologic preservation was evaluated by light and electron microscopy. Characteristic autolytic changes included vacuolization of afferent neurons and neural poles of inner and outer hair cells, lysis of limiting membranes of hair and supporting cells, swelling of endoplasmic reticulum, and dissolution of mitochondrial cristae. The rate of autolysis varied significantly within cellular components of the inner ear. The neural poles of hair cells demonstrated more rapid autolysis than apical poles and nerve terminals showed more autolysis than myelinated nerve fibers. Postmortem time and the cause of death affected the adequacy of histologic preservation. Fixation in patients dying of pneumonia, hypoxia, head injury, or malignancy tended to be poor, whereas the fixation achieved in patients dying of cardiac disease with postmortem time of under 140 minutes was generally good.